HESTER AND PEARL
The world of children was one Nathaniel Hawthorne knew well and in Hester's relationsilip with Pearl in !h! Scarlet Letter he described a method of child rearing that was growing in popularity in his time and tfiat he practiced with his own children. Built on love, mutual
give and take, and gentle authority, it was a far cry from the stern, dictatorial method of handling children in the 1600's. The relationship of Hester and Pearl was based on the HawthornesJ handling of their children rather than on any Puritan models.
Considering her many handicaps, Hester does an excellent job in her role as both mother and father to the troubled little girl. She has no financial support but what she can provide by her sewing; she has no friends to turn to for advice or relief from the child's constant company; she is an object of scorn in the community; and the child is hyperactive and difficult. Yet she remains patient and gentle in dealing with Pearl and the result, from all the evidence in the book, is the well-adjusted young woman Pearl turns out to be.
Hester and Pearl are very much alike. As Arthur Dimmesdale points out to Hester when they meet in the forest, in appearance Pearl"'is mostly thine:" 1 Hester is tall and voluptuous with thick dark hair and dark eyes. Of Pearl Hawthorne wrote she has a "rich and luxuriant beauty; a beauty that shone with deep and vivid tints; a bright complexion, eyes possessing intensity both of depth and glow, and hair already of a deep glossy brown, and which, in after years, would be ------------~ ·--~~--2 nearly akin to black" (143). Furthermore, in their creativity and imaginative powers mother and daughter are similar. Hester's art in her needlework and her intellectual musings on women's rights are paralleled in the child's gift of draping and adorning herself with wildflowers and seaweed and in her fanciful solitary play. But more importantly, the two are alike in their passionate, rebellious natures.
The first glimpse of Hester reveals her independence. She repels the touch of the town beadle and steps forth by her own "free will."
Though possessing remarkable self-control throughout her ordeal on the scaffold, Hester feels "at moments, as if she must shriek out with the full power of her lungs and cast herself from the scaffold down upon the ground, or else go mad at once" (118). After returning to prison she is so wrought up that her life and that of her babe are in jeopardy. But her self-control is uppermost at this time and remains so throughout the years of Pearl's early childhood when mother and daughter suffer humiliation and isolation. Only when Hester is faced with losing Pearl does her passion flame again. Her frenzied pleas at the Governor's mansion remind the onlookers that she is close to "madness." She screams,"'Ye shall not take her! I will die first!"' Hester attempts a "tender but strict control." Yet Hawthorne suggests that she "ran little risk of erring on the side of undue severity" (137). She attempts physical restraint at times but never physical punishment. A "dark closet" is threatened but never is used. When
Pearl is most perplexing and perverse Hester responds to the impasse with a warm embrace.
Besides being a source of love for Pearl, Hester must have offered a good deal of security, a suitable rock in grey--ever-present, always sensible. In the face of a hostile world Pearl is backed by a mother who always takes her part, who brags to the minister, '"She is a splendid child:•"(206). She continually offers her an identity by calling her "my little Pearl," and it has its effect--the child's response to the governor is that she is "mother's child." Hester refrains from labeling Pearl negatively as "bad" or "wicked" and uses "naughty" only once when Pearl seizes on the subjects forbidden her--what the scarlet letter means and why the minister keeps his hand over his heart.
In Hester further shows a positive approach in the incident with Dimmesdale in the forest. Pearl has been told to run off and play, and when Hester calls her to meet her father, Pearl balks. She is confused by the strange appearance of her mother's hair and the absence of the scarlet letter. She is resentful that Dimmesdale, about whom she holds mixed emotions, has taken her place at her mother's side.
Though Hester calls Pearl in the tenderest of ways and opens her arms to receive her, Pearl will not come and when Hester threatens to go after her, the child goes into a tantrum. But Hester knows children well. She does not engage in a battle of wills; she quickly meets Pearl's demands by replacing her cap and the letter and explaining to the minister, "'Children will not abide any, the slightest, change in the accustomed aspect of things that are daily before their eyes. Pearl misses something which she has always seen me wear!'" (209). Pearl then readily crosses the brook and comes to her mother, kisses her, and to assure herself and everyone present that she has had the upper hand, kisses the scarlet letter also. She furthermore lets the minister know where he stands with her by washing off his kiss in the brook.
Like any other parent, Hester makes mistakes. She worries negatively and harbors doubts about the future of a child born of sin.
" ••• she looked fearfully into the child's expanding nature, ever dreading to detect some dark and wild peculiarity, that should correspond with the guiltiness to which she owed her being" (136). She is overly concerned about the defects of character in Pearl. She wonders if the child has a capacity for human sorrow--when Pearl is a mere three years old! But such worrying reflects a mid-nineteenth century concern with children's moral development.
In one area, however, Hester does go wrong. It is in her handling of Pearl's continual obsession with the scarlet letter and her desire to know her father. In these situations Hester hushes, evades, threatens the dark c toset and labels the child "naughty."
this, of course, is because of her own guilt.
All of
When Pearl is only three she seizes on Hester's question of who sent her "hither" to announce that it was not her heavenly father. "'He did not send me! "' she cries, and "'I have no Heavenly Father!"' "It is thou that must tell me!"' she reminds her mother (142). But
Hester will give her no key to the mystery of her father, and Pearl must indeed wonder why. Later on when Pearl reaches the age of seven she pursues the question of the meaning of the scarlet letter, and Hester, nervous as always that her daughter knows more than she reveals, asks her what she thinks it means. Finding she knows nothing Hester contemplates briefly sharing the secret burden but decides against it. "'Silly Pearl,' she says, 'what questions are these? There are many things in this world that a child must not ask about. What know I of the minister's heart? And as for the scarlet letter, I wear it for the sake of its gold thread. '" (191) . Pearl knows better, and it is small wonder that she is unsatisfied. Eventually Hester is able to come out with the truth of the letter, that is, enough of the truth to satisfy Pearl's curiosity.
She explains that she has once met the "Black Man" and the scarlet letter is his mark. It is too bad that she did not give so simple and direct an answer to Pearl on the question of her father. She need only have stated that her father loved her but could not live with her for reasons that she would one day understand, but Hester, fearful that Dimmesdale's identity may in some way be revealed, has early determined that Pearl will never know her earthly father. And Pearl seems equally determined that she will. She undoubtedly sees Dimmesdale as the chief contender for the role, but may fear that it is Chillingworth or even the ugly beadle who looks at her on Election Day. Whoever it may be, she feels he has rejected her. Pearl recognizes that she is approaching the truth on Election Day and persistently nags at her mother with questions about the minister and is persistently hushed. She cries from a feeling of great relief when Dimmesdale finally accepts her and names her "my little Pearl" as well as from genuine sympathy for the man and the situation; to be sure, things will go better between her and her mother from then on.
It may be that Hester is permissive and gentle with Pearl because she feels that as a sinner she deserves to be punished by an obstreperous child. Indeed she admits that the child is the instrument of her torture.
One cannot forget either that Pearl is a symbol as well as a character, and much of her wild behavior corresponds to the sin she represents. seems to me that if she were married truly, she would no longer be puzzled about the rights of women. This is the revelation of woman's true destiny and place, which never can be imagined by those who do not experience the relation." 4 Sophia herself gave up her art when the children were toddlers and she felt they needed her full-time attention.
It was she to whom Hawthorne deferred to exercise moral judgements.
Julian Hawthorne wrote that Hawthorne "believed, and was delighted to believe, in the higher purity and (as it were) angelic wisdom of her feminine nature; and if he ever ascribed wisdom to himself, it was on the ground that he accepted her views upon all matters as to which 5 mere worldly experience and sagacity were uncertain guides." Hester, then, in her role of mother met with her author's approval. rhymes, the parents participated in games, some of which according to their youngest daughter, Rose, were boisterous and rousing. "We ran around the large centre-table, and made this gambol most tempestuously merry. If anything had been left upon the table before we began, it was 12 removed with rapidity before we finished."
Frequently the sitting room was cluttered with blocks and books and in the midst of the confusion the children romped through their games and arguments.
Like Hester, the Hawthornes allowed their children a great deal of self expression. They followed a permissive, and at times, overpermissive course. Perhaps because they did and perhaps because the children were imaginative and energetic there was a great deal of activity and turmoil. When the family stayed with Hawthorne's mother during her final illness, one of the children's principal occupations was playing "dying grandmother," usually in whimsical and sprightly vignettes. They took turns being doctor, grandmother and nurse. One of Mrs. Hawthorne's final hours found her son at her bedside when Una's voice came through the open window from where she was playing below, "Ye·s; she is going to die." Hawthorne wished she had said"' going to
God~--which is her idea and usual expression of death; it would have been so hopeful and comforting, uttered in that bright young voice. 111 3
A less indulgent father might have wished she had not said it at all or punished her. Julian and Una engaged in more than mere verbal battles. At times Julian armed himself with a stick to defend his rights and Hawthorne noted with pleasure that it was his "one masculine attribute.nl4
Of course there was discipline. Una recalls a bright "boudoir" room with a big window and a door without a handle on the inside where the children were isolated when they were bad. It was possibly a brighter model for Hester's threatened dark closet, and the children seemed not to fear it too greatly. When Julian was three he put his father in it and said, "You cannot come out until you have promised to be a good boy." 15 Occasional exclusions from the activities of the kitchen or study were other disciplinary methods mentioned in Hawthorne's notebooks, but many upsets were soothed in Sophia's loving arms. My Dear Little Rosebud,--It is a great while since I wrote to you; and I am afraid this letter will be a great while in reaching you. I hope you are a very good little girl; and I am sure you never get into a passion, and never scream, and never scratch and strike our dear Nurse or your dear sister Una. Oh no! my little Rosebud would never do such naughty things as those. It would grieve me very much if I were to hear of her doing such things. When you come back to England, I should ask Mamma whether you have been a good little girl; and Mamma (I hope) will say: "Yes; our little Rosebud has been the best and sweetest little girl I ever knew in my life. She has never screamed nor uttered any but the softest and sweetest sounds. She has never struck Nurse nor Una nor dear Mamma with her little fist, nor scratched them with her sharp little nails; and if ever there was a little angel on earth, it is our dear little Rosebud!" And when Papa hears this, he will be very glad and will take Rosebud up in his arms and kiss her over and over again. But if he were to hear that she had been naughty, Papa would feel it his duty to eat little Rosebud up! Would not that be very terrible?
Julian is quite well, and sends you his love. I have put a kiss for you in this letter; and if you do not find it, you may be sure that some naughty person has got it. Tell Nurse I want to see her very much. Kiss Una for me. Your loving 18 PAPA.
Hawthorne most assuredly was not copying the child rearing tech- The school operated by Bronson Alcot~which she described concentrated on the principle of "contemplation of Spirit" and developed the child's innate moral values as emphatically as his intellectual ones. "As it is the ideal of a girl's education to be educated by an accomplished mother, in the sacred retreat of home,--the nearest approach to these cir-24 cumstances, is the ideal of a girl's school," Miss Peabody wrote of her own school, and in doing so pointed to the figure who was generally considered the backbone of the family--mother. Mothers, from the middle to the end of the 19th century, held an exalted position as educators and builders of character in the family. Hawthorne's deference to Sophia on questions of moral values was entirely standard for the day.
Though discipline was relaxing, corporal punishment was still commonly used. Punishment with a ferule occurred from time to time in Alcott's school, though Mr. Alcott eventually abandoned the practice.
In the 1840's magazines advised more and more the gentler touch. One distinct theory of guidance prevalent at the time was described in Childhood~Contemporary Cultures edited by Margaret Mead and Martha
Wolfenstein: "This theory advocated gentle treatment of the child and had its roots in English and European movements already afoot. The child was to be led, not driven; persuaded to the right, not commanded.
Consistency and firmness were counseled, but with understanding and justice to the child. Encouragements and rewards should be offered;
beatings, reproaches, slaps, dark closets, and shaming were to be avoided.
Punishment and reward were to be administered not according to the consequences of the child's act but according to the motives.n 25
CONCLUSION
Hester Prynne then is permissive in her handling of Pearl in the Scarlet Letter. She allows the child a freedom of physical activity and an almost full expression of her feelings that sometimes suggests overpermissiveness. Hester never uses physical punishment but rather, responds to the child's difficult behavior with demonstrations of love.
Such child rearing principles, from accounts by Hawthorne and his children, were similar to Hawthorne's own practice and were based on ideas he and his wife endorsed. In turn, these theories were recommended by authorities writing on the subject in the mid-nineteenth century. The trend was towards a child-centered atmosphere where adults attempted to listen to and understand their children and allow them a freer atmosphere without danger of severe discipline. Although a reaction against permissiveness took place in the first part of the 20th century, the 1940's saw similar principles set forth again by Dr.
Benjamin Spock, and they are still endorsed popularly by psychologists such as Dr. Haim G. Ginott.
